Changing epidemiology of hepatitis A: should we be doing more to vaccinate injecting drug users?
Since 2001 there have been significant outbreaks of hepatitis A virus (HAV) across South Yorkshire, largely in intravenous drug users, and HAV infection has been reported to be an increasing problem in England and Scotland during this time. This paper reports a brief investigation to clarify current HAV epidemiology in England and Wales. The epidemiology of HAV in England, but not yet Wales, has recently changed. Laboratory reports now show that most cases are occurring in young adults, mainly young men, and that the commonest reported risk group is injecting drug users. That cases may now be concentrated in injecting drug users is supported by reports from consultants in communicable disease control (CsCDC). These detail fourteen outbreaks in England in 2002 alone, all involving injecting drug users. Links to prisons and to the homeless, usually those in hostels, were also common. A combined Hepatitis A/B vaccine is readily available and we recommend that this now be used to extend the national immunisation programme against Hepatitis B in injecting drug users to include HAV.